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Oh-Penn Gets $550K Grant from Walmart
May 13, 2010 7:02 a.m.
By George Nelson
YOUNGSTOWN, Ohio -- A $550,000 grant from the Walmart
Foundation will help the partners organizing a two-state work-force
development collaborative to share some of their best practices. 

Officials from job placement and training programs in the five counties
that comprise the Oh-Penn Interstate Region -- Columbiana, Mahoning
and Trumbull counties in Ohio and Lawrence and Mercer counties in
Pennsylvania -- gathered Wednesday at the Youngstown Business
Incubator's Semple Building to announce the award from the
foundation. 

Last year the U.S. Department of Labor awarded the five counties a
$250,000 regional innovation grant to develop a workforce
development system, recognizing their formation of the nation's first
interstate region, said William Turner, administrator of the One-Stop
Workforce Center of Trumbull County. 

The partners in the five-county collaborative found out how unique
their partnership is when the Walmart Foundation invited the Oh-Penn
to apply for an America Works Initiative grant, said Sam Giannetti,
executive director of West Central Job Partnership, which serves
Lawrence and Mercer counties and acts as the fiscal agent for Oh-Penn.
The award was one of seven grants totaling $3.4 million awarded by
the foundation. 

"We're very gratified that they recognized us," he said. The award
validated that the partners' are "going in the right direction," he said.

"Now more than ever, we are looking for ways to provide opportunities
for those who are out of work and facing tough times," said Margaret
McKenna, director of the Walmart Foundation, in a news release
announcing the seven grants, which ranged from $400,000 to the
$550,000 Oh-Penn received. "These grants will support people across
the country to gain the necessary life and job skills to obtain long-term
employment." 

The grant award comes with three goals to be achieved, said Bert
Cene, director of Mahoning and Columbiana Training Association. The
first is to enhance the interstate region's competitiveness council,
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which has seven members from each of its three component work
force areas who oversee and develop the region's implementation
strategy. 

The grant will also allow the partnership to expand the Business
Resource Network from the three Ohio counties into western
Pennsylvania and Pennsylvania's WorkKeys skills assessment system to
the Ohio counties, he added. 

The Business Resource Network, announced about two years ago, is a
partnership of area chambers of commerce, work force training
organizations, government agencies and educational providers that
provides companies seeking retention or expansion assistance with a
single point of contact for accessing resources. The Ohio Department of
Development, Cene said, is looking to use the local network as a model
throughout the state. 

WorkKeys is a nationally recognized assessment tool that tests
prospective employees in reading, math and various other skills, Cene
added. The tool can be used to help match prospects to employers who
need those skills but also to indicate areas of improvement. 

"It's going to allow job seekers to have a credential that they'll be able
to present to employers," Giannetti said. The interstate region will also
plans to implement an online tutorial so job seekers can upgrade their
skills, he said. 

The significance of receiving the Walmart Foundation grant can't be
overstated, said Michael Garvey, president of M-7 Technologies in
Youngstown and an Oh-Penn competitiveness council member. The
Walmart retail chain derives its income from working people, "so
they're very interested in getting people back to work," he remarked.
For the foundation to grant Oh-Penn the $550,000 top award is
"hugely significant," he added.

"It's awesome because we've already seen ways we can learn from
what Pennsylvania is doing well and we've been able to share some of
our best practices," said Jessica Borza, chief operating officer of the
One-Stop Workforce System of Mahoning and Columbiana Counties.
"We know that our businesses and our job seekers aren't bound by
county lines, so by coming up with a united front and starting to make
our services more alike and more consistent across the five counties,
that's helpful to them as well."

Copyright 2010 The Business Journal, Youngstown, Ohio.
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